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Moral virtues have been a hands-off topic for educators for the better part of a century 
(Lieberman, 1993). The public school movement removed virtues education from the 
curriculum in part because it was thought that such training should be confined to the 
	 14	
home. It was also thought that moral virtues are necessarily defined by and inextricably 
linked to religious belief and practice. Since government institutes and sanctions public 
schools, and since virtues are widely thought to be associated with religious practice, 
public schools abandoned teaching virtues based on the constitutional separation of 
church and state.  
 
Research into virtues has been rekindled within the positive psychology movement. One 
of the primary streams of positive psychology research is the virtues and character 
strengths correlated with high-functioning (flourishing) human beings (Seligman, 2011). 
The definition of “virtue” offered by the positive psychologists is: “A disposition to act, 
desire, and feel that involves the exercise of judgment and leads to a recognizable human 
excellence or instance of human flourishing.  Moreover, virtuous activity involves 
choosing virtue for itself and in light of some justifiable life plan” (Yearly, 1990).  
Positive psychology has developed a relatively stable set of virtues associated with 
optimal human functioning, and codified as the Values in Action (VIA) Classification of 
Strengths (see Table 1). 
 
Table 1 
The VIA Classification of Strengths 
Virtues Description of Character Strength 
Courage Emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish 
goals in the face of opposition, external or internal. 
  
Justice Civic strength that underlie healthy community life. 
  
Humanity Interpersonal strengths that involve “tending and befriending” others 
(Taylor et al., 2000).  
  
Temperance Strengths that protect against excess. 
  
Wisdom Cognitive strengths that entail the acquisitions and use of knowledge. 
  
Transcendence Strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and thereby 
provide meaning.  
 
For most of us our families constitute our first moral community. It is not a community 
we freely choose, but it does provide us with a basic set of rules to guide our behavior 
(e.g., say “please and thank you”). As we mature, meet new people, and gain experience 
most of us have opportunities to join additional moral communities. One of the most 
important moral communities people join is a professional one.  
 
Professions, loosely conceived, have a number of defining characteristics. They can be 
defined by formal job titles, by the actual work that one performs, by the organization 
one works for, and others. One often overlooked and yet critical component of a 
profession is the set of virtues that direct the behavior of those who commit to and 
identify with it.  
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People choose a particular profession for a variety of reasons. They may have a natural 
talent for it. They may have family members who served as role models in the profession. 
But one important factor in profession choice that has not received enough attention is the 
individual’s desire to identify with and to become a member of the moral community that 
the profession represents. For example, a young person aspires to become a teacher in 
part because there are clear virtues associated with that professional community. 
Teachers are widely regarded to be empathic, helping, and committed to educating the 
next generation (Cooke & Carr, 2014). Many teachers find the virtues associated with 
teaching to be an inspiring part of the profession, and it is a sense of identity with that 
particular moral community that motivates the individual to persevere through the 
process of attaining professional status, and through the inevitable challenges that arise 
from practicing the profession (Campbell, 2013). 
 
Virtues help people determine what to do with their skills and abilities and also provide a 
sense of why they do it. In fact, the teaching virtues may lead teachers on occasion to 
determine that they must develop new skills and abilities. For example, many teachers 
today are working feverishly to adapt to technological advances that were not part of their 
formal education. In addition, teachers manifest their professional virtues when they 
spend their own resources on classroom supplies, work evenings preparing lesson plans, 
or work overtime with underperformers to help bring them up to the level of their peers. 
These selfless acts are motivated by the teaching virtues—they just seem to be the right 
things to do within a professional community where it is the norm.  
 
Virtues are central components of an individual’s profession, and of a practitioner’s sense 
of professional identity. Whether the individual is attracted to a profession because of its 
virtues will vary from person to person. Yet, every practitioner must identify with and 
internalize the virtues associated with the profession to be accepted as a legitimate 
practitioner. The greater the degree of identification to the profession-specific virtues, the 
greater will be the commitment to excellence and high performance within the bounds of 
professional norms and one’s personal talent. Let’s now briefly examine how scholars	
	
Virtues have several defining characteristics that distinguish them from mindsets, mental 
models, and other putative psychological entities that have been proposed as foundational 
elements of entrepreneur development (Krueger, 2007). The concept of a mindset is 
generally postulated to stand for a set of memorized procedures, scripts, or schemas that 
exist somehow, somewhere within a person’s brain. Without delving into the 
neurosciences to investigate whether such psychological entities exist, let’s simply ask 
how we can determine whether a person has developed a particular mindset. Observing a 
person’s behavior doesn’t necessarily reveal an underlying mindset. For example, 
someone who flatters me may have the mindset to make me feel good about myself, or 
contrarily, they may have the mindset to make me feel good about them. Many people 
use flattery not to give something to another person, but rather to elevate themselves in 
the other person’s esteem. One cannot tell from the overt behavior which mindset might 
be lurking in the background. 
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The point is, there is no reliable way to determine another person’s mindset merely by 
observing their overt behavior. Of course, it is possible to ask the individual questions 
about their motives, knowledge, and personal perspectives. However, this approach is 
liable to self-report bias (Davis, Hall, & Mayer, 2016). That is, if we ask the subject to 
articulate which mindset was operating during a particular behavior we may get the 
answer the subject believes we prefer to hear. In the above example, I may ask the subject 
whether the flattery was real. What would you expect the answer to be? We simply 
cannot determine a person’s mindset by objective data available to us in the day-to-day 
world. If we cannot determine whether a mindset is operating by observing another 
person’s behavior or by asking them relevant questions, how is it that this nebulous 
mental entity can be a teachable component of professional development? Despite some 
recent efforts to make the notion of a mindset a measurable construct (see Davis, Hall, & 
Mayer, 2016), I suggest that inculcating particular mindsets should not be the goal of 
entrepreneurial development, nor of professional development generally. Instead, virtues 
are a more robust, observable, and measurable construct that can be taught, practiced, and 
pragmatically measured. 
 
One of the primary arguments for virtues instead of mindsets is that virtues can only be 
measured by how one actually behaves in the world. A virtue is ascribed to a person who 
displays consistent action in the social world. Unpacking this characterization of the 
concept of virtue, note that we would not ascribe a virtue to someone who practiced a 
particular type of behavior only occasionally. For example, we would not ascribe honesty 
to a person who manifestly is honest only under some conditions and not others. There 
are other words we use to describe such people: duplicitous, self-serving, hypocritical, 
are just a few that come to mind. I challenge you to think of any virtue that you would 
ascribe to a person who only occasionally demonstrates behavior consistent with that 
virtue and on other occasions behaves contrary to it. 
 
A virtue is also a function of individual choice and action. We would not ascribe a virtue 
to someone who was coerced into behaving virtuously. Virtue is only imputed to those 
who freely choose to act virtuously and who could have behaved otherwise. 
 
Finally, a virtue is characterized by the fact that it must affect other people. If a person 
were honest only to their pet dog we would not ascribe the virtue of honesty to that 
individual (although the dog might). Being consistently honest to one’s dog does not 
affect other people. We would not ascribe honesty to that individual because we cannot 
predict from behavior towards the dog how that individual will behave in the human 
world. 
 
To measure whether an individual possesses one or another virtue requires assessing that 
individual’s actions in the social world. This understanding of virtue does not require us 
to delve into the mindset of the virtuous person. In fact, mindset is an irrelevant construct 
in the assessment of an individual’s virtue. It matters not what the mindset of the honest 
person might be if that individual consistently manifests honest behavior in the social 
world. We are fated by our imperfect perceptual and cognitive systems to know 
vanishingly little about the internal thought processes of others in our social world, 
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including the aspiring entrepreneurs we are endeavoring to develop. 
 
Virtues are a more credible measure of an individual’s past behavior and more reliable 
predictor of future behavior than mindsets or other ghostly mental entities. Someone who 
has acted honestly in the past and has become known as an honest person is likely, from a 
pragmatic perspective, to be honest in the future. The way we come to rely upon another 
person’s honest behavior is through direct observation (familiarity), and/or from second-
hand reports of such behavior from trusted others (reputation). Focusing entrepreneur 
development on virtues helps us better measure the results of our interventions than other 
oft-used constructs, such as mindsets. In addition, aspirants can practice virtuous 
behavior and develop personal expertise in the entrepreneurial virtues. Having something 
specific about the profession routinely to practice is essential to identity work and 
construction, as noted above. Helping aspirants develop profession specific virtues 
attenuates some of the ambiguity inherent in entrepreneurship and may enhance its 
attractiveness. Additionally, perfecting one’s personal facility with the entrepreneurial 
virtues may enable greater levels of persistence within the profession. 
	
Figure 2 highlights how we conceive the entrepreneurial virtues playing a role in the 
professional identity development of the aspiring—and practicing—entrepreneur. 
 
Figure 2 





Each aspiring entrepreneur enters a development program with a past that includes his or 
her experiences, native talents, and temperament (among other things). These play a role 
in shaping who one is presently. The present self is informed by an ever-expanding store 
of knowledge—some of which others share (e.g, how to write a business plan), and some 
of which is novel and unknown to most others (e.g., intimate knowledge about one’s 
customers). The aspiring entrepreneur uses both known and novel knowledge to engage 
the unknown future by enacting the entrepreneurial virtues through a regime of deliberate 
practice. That is, the aspiring entrepreneur practices creating value, respecting markets, 
honoring contracts, and being resilient on the economic frontier. Through deliberate 
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